State laws on insurance coverage for bariatric surgery: help or a hindrance?
The purpose of this study was to determine which states have proposed or passed laws regarding insurance coverage for bariatric surgery and to obtain feedback from bariatric surgeons/programs regarding the effectiveness of these laws. The Departments of Insurance in all 50 states and the District of Columbia in the United States and all members of the American Society for Bariatric Surgery were surveyed. Responses were obtained from all states and the District of Columbia, and 16 responses were received from the bariatric surgeons/programs. Michigan law requires all Health Maintenance Organizations to pay for all medically necessary treatments or procedures in general, such that if bariatric surgery can be shown to be medically necessary, it should be covered. Four states (Louisiana, Ohio, South Carolina, and Tennessee) have proposed state laws regarding bariatric surgery coverage, and four states (Georgia, Indiana, Maryland, and Virginia) have such laws in effect. However, none of the state laws that were passed "mandate" coverage, but rather "recommend" coverage or mandate that the insurer offer the coverage, for which the insurer can charge additional premiums. Although the numbers of responses from bariatric surgeons/programs were few, all of their responses were in agreement that the state laws have not increased insurance approvals for bariatric surgery and, in some cases, has made it more difficult to obtain approval. So far, the laws that have been passed have not adequately addressed the problems with decreasing coverage of bariatric surgery. Recommendations for future legislation are discussed.